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Guidelines for serological testing for
syphilis

EDITOR,—In our area the high HIV preva-
lence has made the interpretation of syphilis
tests paticularly problematic. Coinfected pa-
tients do appear to reactivate their trepone-
mal infection or possibly reinfection with a
diVerent “strain” in the presence of profound
immunosuppression. As with some other
agents IgM can persist for several years with
peaks and troughs. Non-treponemal tests are
uniformly negative while TPHA levels can
fluctuate widely. It is perhaps unfortunate
that reference laboratories may have devel-
oped their algorithms in the face of conven-
tional syphilis diagnosis—these do little to
help with HIV coinfected patients.

DENIS J McELBOROUGH
Public Health Laboratory, Royal Sussex County

Hospital, Eastern Road, Brighton, UK

DMCELBO@aol.com

1 Young H.Guidelines for serological testing for
syphilis. Sex Transm Inf 2000;76:403–5.

Sexually transmitted infections and risk
behaviours in women who have sex with
women

EDITOR,—While it is comforting that some
research is finally being carried out in depth
on the risk of STIs among women who have
sex with women (WSW),1 any conclusions
drawn from this study for WSW in general
need to be handled with a great deal of
caution when one looks at the make up of the
subjects and controls.

For example, over twice as many of the
WSW as the control group were current sex
workers; 38% of the WSW had had a
previous termination of pregnancy; nearly six
times as many of the WSW had a history of
injecting drug use.

The researchers themselves say their
“clinic population . . . may not be representa-
tive of the WSW in the general community.”
This is an understatement—and any report-
ing of this study must make very clear
statements about the dangers of inappropri-
ate conclusions about STIs among women
who have sex with women generally.

L SEMPLE
Lothian Health Board, Scotland

linda.semple@lhb.scot.nhs.uk

1 Fethers K, Marks C, Mindel A, et al. Sexually
transmitted infections and risk behaviours in
women who have sex with women. Sex Transm
Inf 2000;76:345–9.

BOOK REVIEWS

Lower Genital Tract Precancer. 2nd ed.
By Albert Singer, John M Monaghan.
£135.00; Pp 323. Oxford: Blackwell
Science, 2000. ISBN 0632047690.

It is 6 years since the first edition of this book
and the expansion in knowledge about lower
genital tract precancer is reflected in the
addition of an assistant and a contributing
author, as well as an increase in the number of
pages (from 254 in the first edition to 323 in
the present one).

The extra input and space has been used to
maximal eVect with the book losing none of its
attractions of appearance, content, and even
texture by its use of high quality paper.

The addition of a chapter on the role of
human papilloma virus in lower genital tract
neoplasia makes the book more rounded.
This chapter is comprehensive as well as
excellently presented and very up to date. I
appreciated the section on the role of
oncogenic HPV detection in the prevention
of lower genital tract precancer, although this
naturally concerned CIN rather than VIN or
VaIN.

I would have preferred chapter 5 (Cytology
and screening for cervical precancer) to
follow chapter 2 (HPV in the pathogenesis of
lower genital tract neoplasia) and then the
more practical aspects of colposcopy itself
would not be interrupted. This is a small
criticism of an otherwise comprehensive and
logical content.

The chapter on the management of cervi-
cal precancer is a delight to read and see, with
the section devoted to HIV positive women
reflecting most shades of reliable opinion in
this developing field. HIV is again included in
the chapter on VIN.

GU colposcopists will be particularly
interested in the final chapters on infective
conditions causing confusion in diagnosis of
lower genital tract precancer. It is easy to
quibble with some the statements of manage-
ment of the infections noted (cervical warts
do not even merit a mention of treatment)
but that is not the remit of the book.

The illustrations are gorgeous throughout
and the line drawings are used to very good
eVect. The overassiduous book critic might
mention the data left on some colposcopic
photographs, the venerable laser machine
showed on page 171 and whether the specu-
lum is correctly placed on page 36, but not me.

This is a “must buy.” It’s a big book (in
size, content, and price) which should form
the nucleus of the colposcopist’s library.

D A HICKS

Royal Hallamshire Hospital, Department of
Genitourinary Medicine, Glossop Road,

SheYeld S10 2JF

Congenital and perinatal infections
prevention, diagnosis and treatment. Ed
by Marie-Louise Newell, James McIntyre.
£37.95; Pp 342. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000. ISBN 0 521 78979 6.

I liked this book. An alternative title could be
“An evidence based review of prevention,
diagnosis, and treatment of congenital and
perinatal infection.” The editors, both recog-

nised experts in perinatal infection, per-
suaded an international panel to provide up
to date reviews of particular perinatal infec-
tions with key references up to 1999/2000.
Despite clearly a short production time an
inevitable weakness is that new data have
become available after going to press. To keep
costs down there are few illustrations and a
lot of text. However, tables are widely used
and the text is well broken up. One third of
the book is devoted to references, so all the
text is strongly evidence based, and state-
ments are not based on authors’ opinion but
on published literature.

There is an excellent introduction on the
interaction between pregnancy, immunity,
and infection and a thorough discussion on
maternal infections and their consequences.
This section ends with a review of the pitfalls
and benefits of screening for antenatal infec-
tions including an excellent summary of the
potential biases involved in setting up and
evaluating screening programmes.

The second section is a traditional whizz
through the standard common infections in
pregnancy. Highlights include Forsgren and
Malm’s excellent chapter on herpes simplex
infection, and Mandelbrot and Newell’s
thorough review of vertical transmission of
hepatitis viruses. I was disappointed to see no
detailed discussion of HTLV-I infection or a
more detailed review of the role of perinatal
infections in cerebral palsy.

Two other criticisms could be a relative
lack of assessments of cost eVectiveness of
screening programmes already in place and
for the future. The introduction of new
screening programmes and the retention of
existing screening programmes—for exam-
ple, syphilis and rubella, need to be increas-
ingly driven by cost-benefit analysis. It would
also be interesting to have had some specula-
tion about why diVerent infections have such
diVerent vertical transmission rates and have
their impact at diVerent stages of pregnancy.

Overall, the strength of this book lies in its
literature reviews. It is an extremely good
summary of where we are at with perinatal
infections in the year 2000. Who will find it
useful? It is a postgraduate text, too detailed
for undergraduates. It should be compulsory
reading for obstetricians in training. I would
recommend it to perinatologists, obstetri-
cians, and genitourinary medicine physicians.
It is a practical text with dosages, immunisa-
tion schedules, and treatment algorithms. It is
reasonably priced. There are larger textbooks
on perinatal infections costing £200, so this
fills a gap in the market. Buy it and you won’t
be disappointed.

M SHARLAND

Department of Paediatrics, St George’s Hospital,
London SW17

Condoms. Edited by Adrian Mindel.
£19.95; Pp 230. London: BMJ Books, 2000.
ISBN 9780727912671

Considering we inquire about or promote the
use of condoms with each and every patient
we see in GU/HIV clinics, it’s extraordinary
how little we know about them. “Penis
protectors” have come a long way since they
were used in battle, cast to size, and made
from goat bladder, although “natural” con-
doms can still be obtained today from the
caeca of New Zealand lambs. Thanks to
Charles Goodyear, the birth control move-
ment, and the HIV epidemic the condom has
enjoyed a renaissance and with more strin-
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gent quality control and legal standards, has
become a life saving device. The chapter on
latex condom manufacture was fascinating
and gives almost enough detail to allow you
to try it at home!

Each year 8–10 billion condoms are used
worldwide although an estimated 15 billion
are required to protect adequately against
HIV/STDs. The chapter outlining the eVec-
tiveness of condoms in preventing STIs was
clearly set out with an excellent summary
table outlining data and references. There
was a fascinating chapter on how the
commercial sector has risen to the challenge
of global condom distribution through social
marketing. By using pre-existing infrastruc-
ture, supplies to Africa have increased from
45.8 million in 1987 to 264.5 million in
1990. In Thailand by targeting commercial
sex workers through “the 100% condom pro-
gramme” usage rates have increased from
14% in 1982–9 to 93% in 1993 with STI
cases in government clinics dropping from
237 000 to 39 000. In the chapter on
condoms and commercial sex there was a
fabulous table summarising diVerent condom
usage rates by CSWs in developing countries.

The condom should probably receive more
credit as a contraceptive device. Failure rates
diminish with increasing experience and it
may be a suitable long term option for some
women when combined with knowledge of
fertile days and progesterone only emergency
contraception. There were interesting discus-
sions on the use of condoms for anal sex, the
pros and cons of non-latex condoms, female
condoms (becoming increasingly popular,
especially in Zimbabwe), and recent develop-
ments in spermicides and virucides.

In summary, condoms are highly eVective,
cheap, and largely free of side eVects. This
book left me with a renewed belief that they
should be promoted at every opportunity and
eVorts to make them universally available
should continue unabated. I would highly
recommend this book to anyone working in
the field of sexual health.

GILL DEAN

The Lawson Unit, Royal Sussex County Hospital,
Eastern Road, Brighton BN2 5BE

CD-ROM REVIEW

Topics in International Health: HIV/
AIDS. £30 for individuals, £20 or £45 for
institutions in developing countries, and
£120 for “first world” institutions, post
inclusive with a 30 day money back
guarantee. CD-Roms are not Apple Mac
compatible. Oxon: CABI Publishing, 2000.

So the clinic’s not going well—you’ve too
many patients and four students have all
rolled up at once. Trouble is, they are all
bearing evaluation forms, and hanging
around the corridor is not going to be great
for departmental kudos in the medical school
teaching stakes. CD-Roms are now the
standard fall back for a loose half hour—and
this one is definitely the way to get top
ratings. It is superbly designed with a host of
easy features. Technically there were no
problems with installation, and the package

ran happily on a Pentium 100 with limited
memory, which is welcome when the latest
PCs remain out of reach to most in the NHS
or in resource-poor countries.

The CD-Rom covers the whole of HIV/
AIDS from testing through opportunistic
disease to the psychosocial and community
impact of the unfolding epidemic. The well
crafted material is grouped into 11 tutorials
with 50-odd pages each, broken up with well
designed interactive quizzes to aid factual
recall, such as matching HIV prevalence to
world region by dragging numbers across a
map. In the best educational fashion, wrong
answers are met with a gentle reminder of the
right answer and an oVer to review the section
again. A glossary is just a click away should a
word be unclear, and a full reference list is
hidden on each page for those wanting to
explore more. A separate section allows
incredibly flexible searching of a rich inter-
national collection of over 700 images by
keyword or text. These can then be viewed as
thumbnails for rapid review, tagged for later
printing, or saved in a personalised teaching
set. Sneaking the illustrations onto my own
35 mm slides proved beyond my hacking
ability, but I wanted to shows just how good
the pictures are.

Improvements for the next edition might
include integrating the references with
Medline abstracts (for example, oVering
searches for other works on the subject of
interest or finding works which cite the article
in question), and including more video mate-
rial such as interviews with key players in the
field

On a deeper level, such an international
approach to teaching HIV/AIDS fits well with
the emphasis of the recent international
AIDS conference on the whole HIV epi-
demic, not just the treatment options open to
those aVected by HIV in resource-rich coun-
tries. The sections on treatment reflecting
mainly resource-rich practices sit uneasily
with the pictures of AIDS orphans and
underfunded African hospitals. That this
CD-Rom left me feeling uncomfortable
about the structural inequity of the world is
testament to the vision of its creators.

A J WINTER

Department of Genitourinary Medicine,
Sandyford Initiative, Glasgow G3 7NB

NOTICES

International Herpes Alliance and Inter-
national Herpes Management Forum
The International Herpes Alliance has intro-
duced a website (www.herpesalliance.org)
from which can be downloaded patient infor-
mation leaflets. Its sister organisation the
International Herpes Management Forum
(website: www.IHMF.org) has launched new
guidelines on the management of herpesvirus
infections in pregnancy at the 9th Inter-
national Congress on Infectious Disease
(ICID) in Buenos Aires.

Pan-American Health Organization, re-
gional oYce of the World Health Organi-
zation
A catalogue of publications is available online
(www.paho.org). The monthly journal of

PAHO, the Pan American Journal of Public
Health, is also available (subscriptions:
pubsvc@tsp.sheridan.com).

International Symposium on Disorders
of the Prostate, 21–23 March 2001, Cast-
res, France
Further details:Dr Mike Briley, Scientific
Director, Pierre Fabre Medicament, Parc
Industriel de la Chartreuse, F-81106 Castres
Cedex, France (tel:+33 563 714 501; fax:
+33 563 725; email: briley@pierre-
fabre.imagenet.fr).

Call for papers—6th European Forum on
Quality Improvement in Health Care,
29–31 March 2001, Bologna, Italy
Further details: BMA/BMJ Conference Unit,
BMA House, Tavistock Square, London
WC1H 9JP, UK (tel: +44 (0) 20 7383 6409;
fax: +44 (0) 20 7383 6869; email:
quality@bma.org.uk; website: www.quality.
bmjpg.com).

Joachim Kuhlmann AIDS award 2001
The Joachim Kuhlmann AIDS Foundation,
Essen, Germany, is awarding the above men-
tioned prize to investigators in the field of
clinical and scientific HIV work. The prize is
valued at 50 000 DM.

Papers that have been published in 2000 or
are accepted for publication can be submitted
to the foundation for anonymous review. The
submitted papers must be received by 31
March 2001. The award will be presented to
the winner as part of the 8th German AIDS
Congress in Berlin.

Submissions should contain seven copies
of the paper and should be send to the:
Joachim Kuhlmann AIDS Foundation, Bis-
marckstrasse 55, 45128 Essen, Germany.

Each of the submitted papers should
contain a running title and may not indicate
the names of the authors. An additional enve-
lope should contain the running title on the
outside and information in the inside as
follows: first name, last name, date of birth,
address, professional position, as well as the
running title and the complete title of the
submitted paper.

6th European Conference on Experi-
mental AIDS Research (ECEAR 2001),
23–26 June 2001, Heriot-Watt University,
Edinburgh, UK
Further details: ECEAR 2001 Conference
Secretary, Division of Retrovirology, NIBSC,
Blanche Lane, South Mimms, Potters Bar,
Herts, EN6 3QG, UK.

International Congress of Sexually
Transmitted Infections, 24–27 June 2001,
Berlin, Germany
Further details: Congress Partner GmbH,
Krausenstrasse 63, D-10117, Berlin, Germany
(tel: +49-30-204 500 41; fax: +49-30-204 500
42; email: berlin@cpb.de).

10th International Congress on Behçet’s
Disease will be held in Berlin 27–29 June
2002
Further details: Professor Ch Zouboulis
(email: zoubbere@zedat.fu-berlin.de).

20th World Congress of Dermatology,
Paris, 1–5 July 2002
Further details: P Fournier, Colloquium, 12
rue de la Croix St Faubin, 75011 Paris, France
(tel: +33 1 44 64 15 15; fax: +33 1 44 64 15 16;
email: p.fournier@colloquium.fr; website:
www.derm-wcd-2002.com).
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